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Trouble in the Forest 


Author's Notes: 
A/U-crossover with Rush and most likely a few other bands, too. 


„for it is said all wisdom flows from the great Temples of Syrinx, all wisdom, all knowledge, all that is good. The 
Priests hold the key fo the respository of all knowledge, and it is from their mighty hands flows all that is good, all 
that is right, for the lesser mortals to know. Only that wisdom, that knowlwdge, deemed right and necessary shall 
freely be given; the Priests hold the Key, the Priests are the Key, Syrinx is the Gate and the Priests are Key and 
Gatekeeper.. 

The Gatekeeper, I 119 


.as thee harm none, do as thou will. 


The Wiccan Rede 
Prologue: 


Geddy had thought once that he was happy, but now he saw all too clearly that this wasn't a world he wanted 


to live in Once it had seemed safe, secure, comfortingly predictable, but now it was as bleak and cold as the 
sky over the gray city at night, merging with the silhouettes of the buildings into an unbroken plane of gray - 
an inescapable blankness, a void from which there was no escape, where he could scream forever and it 
wouldn't make a difference because there was no one to hear him, nor care if they did--- 


No escape, that is, but one. 


With one quick stroke, he slashed the knife across his wrists. 


|. Trouble in the Forest 


"Blackie, Snow Dog, wait!" The Lady Madrigal Page, better known as Maddy, scrambled over a fallen tree, trying 


to keep up with her canine companions. 


"Jimmy's going to get worried if we're not back by dark," Blackie pointed out. He was mid-sized and shaggy, 
with long, plumed ears that hinted at a touch of Afghan hound in his lineage. 


"Well, don't run off without--" Maddy started, but Snow Dog interrupted them with a sharp bark 
"Shh! Listen" His sharp ears pricked as he took a step forward, sniffing. "Do you smell something?" 
Blackie gave him a funny look "What do you think | am, blind? Of course | smell it!" 

Uh - would one of you mind telling me what "it" is?" Maddy said nervously. 


"Someone's hurt! Come on!" Snow Dog took off in the opposite direction through the forest, with Blackie 
following. Maddy had to hurry to keep up with them amid the deepening twilight under the trees. 


"Where are you going?" she demanded as Snow Dog started down the steep path along the waterfall 

"This way!" Snow Dog waited fer her and Blackie to catch up, then led them along the side of the fall and 
behind it to a small cave. Maddy had to steel herself to duck into the small opening, discovering, to her relief, 
that it was big enough to stand up in once she was inside. Dim phosphorescence lit the walls, enabling her to 
find her way back to-- 


"Great Anubis--" Snow Dog came to a halt, looking over his shoulder. "Maddy, hurry up!" 


"What is - oh shit” She knelt by the stricken figure slumped by the wall, taking in the scene at a glance - the 
blood, the knife nearby. "He's cut his wrists. Blackie, go get Jimmy. Hurry!" 


Blackie took off. Maddy looked around, then tore a couple of long strips from her cloak, wrapping them tightly 
around the stranger's wrists. The flow of blood staunched more easily than she'd anticipated, the cuts hadn't 


been as deep as she'd feared. She pushed his hair out of his face. "Are you awake?" 
Snow Dog poked an icy nose in his face. "Wake up." 


Geddy moaned, shuddering as he was dragged from the edge of the eternal abyss. His body felt ice-cold, 
already drained and lifeless, and his mind was working in painful slow motion. He couldn't figure out if he was 
aive or dead. He got his eyes open, but couldn't focus them in the dim light. He could just make out two 


blurred figures leaning over him. 


"Is okay--" Maddy said, pushing his hair away from his face. He was younger than she'd first thought, close 
to her own age. He had long heavy hair, lighter brown than her own, delicate features - and a nose that was 


anything but. "Hang on. We'll help you." 


We? Geddy tried to clear his mind, without much success. He'd been hiding in the chill damp cave for three or 
four days now - he wasn't quite sure - without food or water. Shock, dehydration and hypothermia would 
have done him in long before loss of blood if the strange pair hadn't found him. 


"We're going to lose him--" Snow Dog squirmed between Geddy and the wall, lying down to try to transfer 


some of his warmth to their stricken companion. "Hang in there, friend. We've got help coming.” 


I+ still seemed like several eons before they heard Blackie's announcing yelps, then horses. 
"Luv?" A dark-haired, cherubic young man with long dark curls ducked into the cave. "What's going on?" 


"Jimmy!" Maddy got to her feet and hurried the few steps to him for a hug. "Blackie and Snow Dog found him. 
He tried to kill himself" She looked back at Geddy. 


"Shit" That was a second man, a tall blonde with long flowing curls, clad in a white shirt, leather pants, high 
boots and a heavy cloak. He carried a broadsword sheathed at his side. "ls he from Megadon?" 


"Probably, given how he's dressed. | don't think he came from this side of the wire." Maddy looked at them. "I 


can't bring him around" 

The blonde knelt by them, shrugging his cloak from his shoulders and bundling Geddy up in it. "Lets get him 
outside." He scooped Geddy up in his arms, then looked at his dark-haired companion. "Good thing he doesn't 
weigh any more than you do, Pagey." 


"Very funy, Percy." Holding Maddy's hand, Jimmy followed Percy out. Snow Dog tagged after. 


Outside the Wires 


Author's Notes: 
| know Geddy Lee plays bass, but hey-artistic license.. 


Geddy came slowly up out of nothingness into a reddish darkness, gradually becoming aware of a warm, 


comforting weight on his chest. He could smell country air and hear music. 
Music?! 


Startled, he opened his eyes to find himself almost nose-to-nose with a small, pointy-eared, pointy-faced 
creature with huge green eyes and black and white fur. The creature politely stepped to the side as he sat up 
quickly to look around, then was forced to lean heavily on his hands to keep from passing out again. He stayed 
that way for close to a minute, head hanging, his face shrouded by his hair, before he decided to give this 
looking-around thing another try. 


"Where am |?" he wondered aloud, his voice little more than a croaking whisper in his parched throat. He tried 
to swallow, but his mouth was too dry. He blinked and shook his head, finally forcing his eyes into a semblance 
of focus. The room was bright with sunlight and unlike any he'd ever seen The walls were soft gray stone and 
decorated with woven pictures of landscapes and flowers, the floor, pale wood partially covered by a worn- 
but-cheerful rug. Translucent white lace curtains hung at the open windows. He'd been tucked into a four- 
poster bed of the same dark reddish wood as the rest of the room's furnishings. Instead of his functional gray 


coveralls, he was now clad in a striped nightshirt. His injured wrists were thickly bandaged. 


A sharp barking startled and he shrank back against the headboard, staring wide-eyed at the shaggy black 


creature in the doorway. 

"He is?" a feminine voice inquired. Seconds later, a dark-haired girl looked in. "Hey, how do you feel?" 

Geddy tried to speak, but could only get a hoarse whisper out. "Do you have -- water?" 

"Sure. Just a sec. C'mon Blackie--" She hurried off, accompanied by the larger of the two strange creatures. 
The smaller stayed on the foot of the bed, grooming itself with its tongue. Geddy watched, fascinated. The 
creature ignored him. 


The girl returned moments later with a glass and straw. "Here. Sip it slowly.” 


He did, gratefully. The shaggy black creature, who'd followed her back, barked again. She looked around, shaking 
her head. 


The creature looked bewildered. 
"lll explain later," she said. 


Her companion nodded. She picked up the smaller creature, who protested with a meow, and sat down on the 


foot of the bed. 
"Wh-where am |?" Geddy said, his voice steadier, closer to normal. 
"Outside the wires," she said. "How are you feeling?" 


"Still weak," he admitted, then looked at her in bewilderment. "How can we be outside the wires? Nothing can 


live outside the wires." 
‘Or so the Priests have told you," she said with a knowing smile. 


Geddy stared at her for a moment, then scrambled out of bed, stumbling the few steps to the nearest 
window to look out. "By the Temple--" Before him was a lush vista of verdant grass and trees, all dotted here 
and there with brilliant late-spring flowers. The music he'd heard came from small creatures that fluttered 
about like tiny aeroporters. Stunned, he sank down onto the padded seat built into the wall beneath the window 
and looked back at the girl, who smiled. 


"It's much nicer here than under the Domes," she said. 


He didn't know what to say. He looked back out the window in amazement. "They told us this was naught but a 


wasteland--" 


"To them it may well be," she shrugged. "To each his own. Or hers." She let the black-and-white creature down 
and watched as it padded gracefully out of the room, then looked back at him. "I'm Maddy, by the way. Maddy 
Page." 


"Geddy Lee," He finally took a good look at her. She was slightly plump, with a mass of long dark curls half- 
hiding her delicate face. Her eyes were quite large and very lovely, the same shade as her hair. Although she 
wasn't sitting back very far on the bed, her feet still dangled a few inches off the floor. "I'm - | was - from 
Megadon'" 


"I thought as much--" There was a long, uncomfortable moment of silence before she said. "So what were you 


-- doing in that cave?" 


"I didn't know where else to go," he said softly, not looking at her. "I thought there was no other place." He was 
quiet for a moment, then looked back at her. "How long was | unconscious?" 


"A night and part of a day," she said. "It's early afternoon" 


He pushed his heavy hair back, glancing out the window. "| can't go back -- there." 
"You don't have to," she said. "You're welcome to stay with me and my husband as long as you'd like." 


"Thank you--" Geddy managed a wan smile, but his eyes remained dull, stricken with loss. There was another 


awkward pause as each tried to think of the right thing to say--- 


"Hummingbird?" A cherubic-looking young man with long dark curls poked his head around the door. "Oh, hello, 


you're awake!" He broke into a warm smile. 


‘Jimmy, this is Geddy Lee, from Megadon," Maddy said, grateful for the diversion "Geddy, this is my husband, 


Jimmy.” 


Before Jimmy could say anything, there was a thudding *bong® from somewhere nearby, followed by a sharp 


curse. 
"Percy?" Jimmy looked over his shoulder. "You okay?" 


"Fuck--" The blonde Geddy very vaguely remembered from earlier appeared in the doorway, not looking pleased. 


"Pagey, what the fuck was this doing in the loo?" he demanded. 
| do some of my best thinking in there, okay?" Jimmy grabbed the object Percy was holding. 


"Okay, too much information--" Percy started, then caught sight of Geddy, who'd put a hand over his mouth, 


staring wide-eyed in shock. "Hey, are you all right, mate?" 
"Geddy?" Maddy said. 


"Wh--" Geddy couldn't get the words out for a moment. He put his hands over his face for a moment, then 
looked back up. "What is that--?" His voice was an awed whisper. 


"This? It's a guitar." Jimmy held the instrument up by the neck, looking bewildered. 

"A --- guitar--°" Geddy's voice was shaky. "C-could | -- hold it?" 

‘OF course." Jimmy handed him the instrument. 

Geddy took it reverently, his hands shaking. "Its -- | must be dead -- this can't be real--" Awkwardly, he ran 
his fingers along the strings, the sound blunted by his inexperience and the bandaging on his wrists interfering. 


'Its--" His voice broke and he slumped forward, burying his face in the crook of his arm. 


"Geddy?" Jimmy sat down next to him, concerned. "Are you all right?" 


"Now | am--" Geddy's voice was shaky, muffled. He looked up after a moment, tears streaking down his face. "l 


thought the Priests had destroyed the last thing of beauty left in the world” 
ls that why you tried to do yourself in?" Jimmy's voice was gentle. 


Geddy nodded. "In the cave where you found me -- | had discovered an instrument like yours - a guitar -- 
hidden in one of the back chambers. | didn't know what it was but -- when | drew my fingers across the 
strings, | could create music, something very different than any the Temples had ever produced. | was so 
excited. | thought the Priests would find the joy in my discovery that | had. Instead, when | brought it before 
them -- they reviled me. They took my instrument and destroyed it, told me to take leave of them and forget 
such ridiculous notions. | -- | was devastated. | thought they truly cared for us, but -- | was wrong. They 
care for nothing save themselves. | tried to forget, to go back to my work, my life - but | couldn't. | saw | had 


no life under the Federation, not one | wanted to live. In despair, | returned to the cave behind the waterfall and 


"That was where Maddy found you," Jimmy said. 


Geddy nodded. "| had dreamed of a place where people were free to follow their hearts, but | didn't think it 


existed in this world---" 


Jimmy put a companionable arm around his shoulders. "I don't know how enlightened we are around here, mate, 


but guitar players are always welcome." 
~ ew 


"Okay, for an extended E, you -- excuse me--" Jimmy looked around from the impromptu guitar lesson he 


was giving Geddy. "Are you lot starting up again?" 


"Who are you talking to?" Geddy said. It was a couple of weeks later. He was just starting to learn his way 
around this strange world outside the wires. So far he'd learned that the shaggy black creature and his white 
companion were both dogs, the smaller black-and-white creature was one of Maddy's cats, and the little 
fluttering things were songbirds. He'd also discovered that, unlike Jimmy, Maddy or Percy, he couldn't 


communicate with any of them. 

"This tosser," Jimmy hooked a thumb at the oak tree he was sitting against. "Listen, | thought you agreed that 
there was enough sunlight to - owl" He yelped as a couple of well-aimed acorns bounced off his head. "Am | 
going to have to get Maddy after you again?" This time, he ducked the next irate acorn. "Let's get out of the 
line of fire. Then I'll explain," he said, speaking to Geddy. 

"What was that all about?" Geddy said when they were in the clear. 


Is an ongoing dispute with the maples over available light," Jimmy explained. "I have to say I'm kind of with 


the maples on it, though. | don't know that I'd be happy constantly living in someone else's shade." 

"| wasn't," Geddy said. 

Jimmy sat down under another tree, a willow this time. "What is Megadon like?" 

"Everything's gray." Geddy sat down with him. “Everything. | would wake up in the morning, go to work, plug 
into my machine for the day and then watch Templevision or read a Temple paper in the evenings. | thought | 
was happy - until | found the guitar, that is." He looked down, running his fingers across the strings of the one 
he now held. "I know it probably doesn't seem like much, making your own music, but it was mine. Something I'd 
created. And then to be told! wasn't good enough to be a creator -- up until then, | truly believed they had 


our best interests at heart. Now | think they only care for themselves.” 


Jimmy nodded. "I've never been inside the wires. Maddy tells me it's not a place anyone would want to live, 


either." 


"l--" Geddy looked around, startled, as a distant flash of light caught his eye. "Air car?" He scrambled to his 
feet to try to see better. 


"Where?" Jimmy got to his feet as well. 
Geddy pointed "Two of them. They're after something.’ 


Jimmy squinted, peering into the valley several miles distant. The blocky, two-lane-wide air cars were in hot 


pursuit of a bright red speck that was doing its utmost to outrun them. 

"That looks like a motor car--" Jimmy said, taken aback. 

"It is, | think--" Geddy said. "| didn't think there were any left" 

"I don't think he's going to get away, whoever he is," Jimmy said. 

"He's making for the bridge!" Geddy pointed. 

"Shit--" As they watched, the red car rocketed across the narrow, one-lane bridge spanning the river that 
wound toward Megadon The lead air car, unable to stop in time, toppled into the water and sank out of sight. 


The second one, forced to admit it was stranded, slowly lumbered back the way it had come. Jimmy and Geddy 
exchanged glances as the red car wound its way up the hill to where they stood.. 


The Oaks Ignore Their Pleas... 


Author's Notes: 
The Barchetta and air cars were originally from a short story titled \"A Nice Morning's Drive\" written by 


someone whose name totally escapes me at the moment. 


And | promise Jimmy and company will feature more in upcoming chapters. 

Jimmy pulled Geddy behind the willow as the machine pulled up and stopped, its heavy motor purring 
complacently, low with power. It was low and sleek, with dark windows that contrasted vividly with the gleaming 
red body and glints of chrome trim. On the front right quarterflank was a stylized logo: Barchetta As they 
watched, the left-hand door swung up and a tall, dark-haired man with an intimidating handlebar mustache 
emerged.. 

"Professor?!" Jimmy exclaimed, stepping out from behind the tree. "You scared the hell out of us!" 

"Scared it out of myself, too," the man admitted. "| usually don't run into those bastards. | have no idea where 
they came from!" He looked around, expecting to see Maddy peering out from behind the tree. "I -- hey 


Jimmy, who's your friend?" 


"Oh, hey. This is Geddy Lee, from Megadon," Jimmy said as Geddy came over. "He escaped a few weeks ago. 
Maddy and the dogs rescued him." 


"Megadon?" The Professor looked suspicious, taking a step back. "What the hell is he doing here, then?" 


"Don't start. He was trying to get away from them," Jimmy said. "Come on, let's head for the house." He was 
starting to feel very exposed out there in the open next to the Barchetta. 


~~ 
"| don't know. Once a Templeton, always a Templeton, | say--" That was the Professor. 


"You don't know Geddy," Jimmy said. He wasn't about to go into the details of Geddy's suicide attempt - he 
knew his friend didn't like to talk about it: 


Geddy, sitting out on the back steps with his guitar, sighed miserably. Thats it. | really dont fit in anywhere-- It 


was later that evening, just after a very awkward dinner. 


"| wouldn't trust him," the Professor said. "I really think you need to kick him out back where the hell he came 


from." 


Geddy put his head down on the guitar, feeling the same dark despair that had led him to slit his wrists 


resurfacing. 
‘lm going to go look for lavender, okay? We're low--" That was Maddy's voice. 


"Take Geddy with you, luv," Jimmy said Geddy could almost feel the nasty look Jimmy gave the Professor as 
he spoke, and had to smile a bit. He looked around as Maddy opened the door behind him. 


"Good one, Jimmy. Make him sound like your pet," she called back, trying to give Geddy a playful wink as she 
did. She couldn't close one eye without scrunching up the entire side of her face and almost closing the other 
one in the process. "Seriously, you want to help me look for lavender?" 


a 


"You'll have to forgive the Professor. He's had some run-ins with Temple types," Maddy said when they were 
out of earshot of the house. 


"| don't blame him, really. | wouldn't trust me," Geddy said. Twilight was falling, although the tops of the trees 


were still dusted gold from the sun. 


"He'll be fine once he gets to know you." 


| don't think he will. | don't think he wants to know me." Geddy shoved his hands into his jacket pockets, then 
looked at her apologetically. 


She decided to execute a quick change of subject. "So what's it like there, anyway? Megadon, | mean" 

| can't tell you. I'd bore you to death," he said. 

She laughed. "Did you have a girlfriend there?" 

"Did I--" He looked bewildered. "What do you mean?" 

"You know. Were you -- seeing anyone? Like -- married?" 

"Oh, that. No, | wasn't. | hadn't been assigned yet. Not until my birthday, if then--" He trailed off. 
"Assigned?" 

"If you're going to be mated, the Temple assigns your mate on your twenty-fifth birthday," he explained. "I 


have a feeling | wasn't going to be. My friend Jon received him summoning three months prior. My birthday is 
next month and | hadn't heard anything when - everything happened” 


"| don't get it. Why wouldn't they want you to marry?" 
He looked down. "It depends on your profile." 
"Profile?" Now she was totally lost. 


"Your genetic and aesthetic profile. If you're too far - outside the norm - they don't assign you." He looked 


down "I'm not sure which one it was with me." 
"You mean you~" 


I'm below the standard for height. I'm only five foot six. And all through my childhood the doctor harped on 
my nose---" he sighed. "They said that even if they fixed it, it would still be an inheritable trait" 


"What's so bad about your nose? | like it. It's got personality," she said, sounding indignant on his behalf. "And 
more to the point, you're not short. You're six inches taller than | am, at any rate." Her eyes widened. "| 


probably wouldn't meet their bloody standards, either." 
"Neither would Jimmy. Percy would.” Geddy looked around as Blackie romped up to them. "Hey, Blackie." 
Blackie gave him a friendly woof , tail wagging. 


"That place is seriously messed up," Maddy decided, then looked at Blackie. "Megadon, | mean" She looked around. 
"| think there's a good stand of lavender over that little hill. I'm going to go look for cornflower." She headed 
down into a little tree-filled hollow as Geddy and Blackie went to see about the lavender, spying a good stand of 
pale blue flowers under a small maple overshadowed by an oak. She sat on her heels, started to pick some - 
then looked up quickly at a sudden swishing overhead. The oak's branches were swaying wildly, ominously, with 
no relation at all to the breeze. She took a couple of steps back, then froze at the sound of a sharp crackling 
and crashing. Too late, she realized what was happening and tried to run, but something huge crashed down 


across her back, cracking her viciously across the right temple and sending her tumbling into blackness--- 


"What was that?!" Geddy scrambled over the top of the hill a moment later, wide eyed. "It sounded like a--" He 
broke off when Blackie let out a frightened yelp and ran down into the hollow below. "What is it?" It wasn't until 
he got near the bottom himself that he saw-- 


"Maddy?!" It hadn't exactly been a tree falling, just a branch the size of a small one. The top third of it had 
landed across her back and cracked her in the head, knocking her unconscious. He couldn't tell if she was pinned 
or not, and he was afraid to try to move her in case her neck or back were broken. "Oh shit - Blackie, go get 


Jimmy. Hurry--" 


The dog had already taken off, barking frantically. Geddy looked warily up at the tree they were under, hoping 


there weren't any more loose branches-- 


"Now you've done it, you idiots!" The voice was unfamiliar and quite angry. "It's bad enough that its no longer 
safe for us to raise our chicks here, but now you've gone and harmed one of the humans. You'll be lucky if 


they don't take hatchets to the entire forest in retribution!" 

The reply was an equally angry rustling. 

"No, there's where you're wrong--" A huge white bird glided silently out of the gathering darkness and landed 
on the grass nearby, hopping the last few feet over to Geddy and the still-unconscious Maddy. "Is she all 


right?" 


"She's alive--" Geddy squeezed her hand anxiously. "Maddy? It's Geddy. Wake up. Talk to me, please?" He looked 
at the bird "What happened? Who were you talking to?" 


"The bloody trees are at it again. One of the oaks dropped a branch on the maple underneath it, except your 
lady friend was in the way." The bird fluffed his feathers anxiously, looking up at the tree with piercing, angry 
golden eyes. His huge round eyes, hooked beak and flat, angled face gave him a slightly feline apperance. The 
thick white feathers plumed over his legs and feet as well. "He was trying to kill her - the maple, | mean. This 
is ridiculous! We don't even dare build nests to raise our chicks here anymore. The oaks have no regard for 


anyone but themselves!" 


Geddy didn't want to agree or disagree until they were out from under the oak. Besides, something had just 


occurred to him. "Hey, wait - | can understand you!" 
"Why shouldn't you? The bird looked at him curiously. 
‘lm from Megadon. | can't communicate with the Others," Geddy said. "At least, | couldn't" 


"You'll learn. Once you're away from the influence of the Priests," the bird told him. "By the way, l'm Snowdon. 
And you are--?" 


"Geddy. Geddy Lee. This is Maddy Page--" Geddy looked around as Maddy stirred ever so slightly. "Maddy? 
Wake up. It's Geddy." 


What time is it? Maddy wondered dimly. She'd never awoken with this kind of a headache before. A heaviness 
lay across her legs and back, but she couldn't tell if he was pinned or not. She moaned, burying her face 
deeper into the crook of her arm, hoping she wasn't about to throw up. 

"Is she awake?" A concerned but unfamiliar voice said. 


"I think so." The second voice was Geddy's, just as worried. 


"l'm surprised she's alive." The first voice said. 


"You're not helping--" Maddy said weakly. "What happened?" She hadn't even tried to look up. 


"One of the oaks dropped a branch on a maple and it landed on you." The unfamiliar voice was both concerned 
and angry. "This has gone too far already. If it keeps up, we're all going to have to leave. Nobody can even build 


a nest!" 
"Can you feel your legs?" That was Geddy. 


"I think so --- yeah." She tried wiggling her toes, found everything in working order, then realized she wouldn't 
feel the weight pinning him if his back or neck had been broken. "Wait--" 


"Stay still--" Geddy said anxiously. 


‘lm okay, | think. l'm not pinned--" She managed to pull herself out from under the branch and sit up, although 
she had to lean heavily against him. "Ow, shit. My head. This is worse than a migraine!" She had a lump above 
her right eye as painfully exaggerated as in a Temple cartoon. Geddy winced sympathetically, putting his arms 


around her to keep her from toppling over. This close, she smelled like the lavender they'd been searching for. 


"| tried to catch it--" The third voice was odd, rustling and breathless, as if the speaker was also in 


excruciating pain. "l--" 
Its not your fault," Snowdon said. 
"How badly injured is she?" Geddy looked around, realizing the speaker was the stricken maple. 


"ll see." Snowdon took off, gliding back down a moment later. "Her trunk is cracked halfway to the base. | fear 
the wound is fatal." 


Maddy winced, then cringed as the movement made her head hurt even more. Geddy tightened his hold on her 
and she let her head rest against his shoulder. He nuzzled briefly and unthinkingly into her hair, then looked up 
at the injured tree. He could see sap pouring down the trunk, dark as blood in the twilight. Feeling faintly ill, he 
looked back at Maddy. "Stay awake, okay? Don't go out on me again." He remembered reading somewhere - 
some old "first-aid" book, probably - that if a person with a head injury fell asleep, he - or she - might not 


ever wake up again. 


Maddy shook herself out of her daze as best she could, trying to think around the throb above her eye. 
Everything was starting to get a little wavery again 


Geddy looked at her shyly, then abruptly looked alarmed. "Are you all right?" Her eyes were far-off, dazed. 


'|--" She looked bewildered for a moment, as if considering the question, then her eyes rolled back and she 


went limp. Just as she did, Snow Dog came barrelling over the hill, barking, with Jimmy scrambling behind. 


"Is she all right?" he demanded, sounding angry but looking frantic. 


"She just passed out again--" Geddy looked around as the Professor and Blackie joined them. "She was awake 
and talking for a few minutes, though--" 


"Nothing's broken?" The Professor knelt to quickly check her over. 
"She didn't think so." 


"Hopefully just a concussion” The Professor scooped her up in his arms, getting to his feet. "Lets get her back 


to the house." 


Jimmy gave the oak tree a sharp kick. "You just wait, you motherfucker. | am going to come back out here and 


chop you to the gr--" 


"Look out!" Geddy grabbed his arm, pulling him back just in time to avoid a smaller, but no less deadly, branch. 
"Let's get out of here!" 


~ Kew 


Back at the house, Jimmy directed the Professor to lay the still-unconscious Maddy on the sofa. He sat down 


next to her, his hip at her waist, and carefully pulled her eyes open, one at a time. "Oh fuck--" 


Geddy, looking over his shoulder, put a hand to his mouth. Her pupils weren't reacting to the light, and the 
right one was far more dialated than the left. "Oh no--" 


"Keep an eye on her. Don't let her stop breathing!" Jimmy scrambled to his feet and ran up the stairs, 
returning moments later carrying a jar with something powdery in it, a bowl, a candle, a large quartz crystal, a 
small dagger with a moonstone-studded handle and an ornately carved wooden staff. 


"You need some help there?" the Professor said. 


"Just stay out of this. Every time you try to help, you fuck me up--" Jimmy's anxiety made him sound angry. 
"Fuck. Geddy, go grab the striker from the kitchen. Hurry!" 


He did, hurrying back with the odd device. "Now what?" 
Jimmy handed him the bowl. "Light this and sprinkle the incense over it” 
The Professor started to ask if that was a good idea - after all, not only was Geddy a mundane, he was a 


Templeton - but decided to keep his mouth shut. Instead, he watched as Geddy lit the charcoal block and 


started the incense, then reached over and took the candle from Jimmy, lighting it as well. He held it while 


Jimmy traced a circle in the air around the sofa with the point of the dagger, speaking in a language neither 
Geddy nor the Professor understood. When he was finished, he took the crystal, sitting on the sofa by her and 
pressing it to the swelling on her forehead Nothing happened. His body tensed even further as he 
concentrated, trying to focus, but his anxiety was getting in the way. Her breathing was starting to become 
more and more irregular. Geddy sat on the arm of the sofa and, still holding the candle with one hand, put his 
other hand over both of Jimmy's, trying to concentrate on whatever healing energy they were trying to 
summon. After a moment, a blue glimmer appeared in the heart of the crystal. It wavered, flickered, then 
caught like a candle flame, strengthening and growing brighter. As it did, the deadly swelling slowly receded. Her 
breathing steadied, deepened into a normal rhythm. The glow of the crystal dulled, took on a sickly hue, then 
slowly faded of its own accord, leaving Maddy deep in healing sleep.. 


"so mote it be--" Jimmy raised his head, almost painfully, and took the candle from Geddy, snuffing it with 
his thumb and forefinger. "The circle is open. Yet unbroken. Ye gods--" He slumped into Geddy's arms. "That 
was close--" 


"Is she all right?" Geddy said after a moment. 


Jimmy nodded. "She'll be fine. | don't think she'll awaken before tomorrow morning, though." He looked up, finally, 
dazed and exhausted. "Thanks. | just -- | couldn't -- oh fuck, | almost lost her--" His voice broke. 


| know what you mean, Geddy thought, but didn't say anything. 
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"How is she?" Percy looked around as Geddy came back downstairs. It was later that night, how much later 
neither of them knew. Percy had hurried over, summoned by Snowdon, who was now perched on the back of 


the sofa. 


"Asleep. So is Jimmy, finally." Geddy sat down on the sofa and rubbed his eyes, not very far from sleep 
himself. "Where's the Professor?" 


"He left. Said to call him if anything changed" 


Geddy nodded. "He doesn't like me." He curled up on the sofa in much the same way Maddy did, yawning and 
shaking his head like a kitten. "Sorry." Assisting Jimmy with the healing spell had taken more strength than he 


realized. 


"Don't be. He's hard to get to know," Percy said. "It took him awhile to start trusting me." He couldn't repress a 
little smile at Geddy's pronounced Megadon accent - "sorry" came out more like "sore-y." He also had traces 


of another accent Percy couldn't identify, an occasional odd twist to a vowel, a quick blurring of a consonant. 
"Wait -- call him?" Geddy looked around. 


"He has this strange device he carries. Maddy can communicate with him through it by typing into her laptop 


computer," Percy explained. 


"Oh" Something about that sounded familiar, but Geddy was too exhausted to think what it was. He put his 


head down, intending to just close his eyes for a moment, and almost immediately dropped off to sleep. 
~~ 


He awoke - or thought he did, although strangely, it didn’t seem to matter - to voices half-heard in another room. 
A woman's voice, shrill and angry, ugly and mocking, then a marys sharp, bitter curse and a fist slamming the wall 
He sat up. A little redhaired girl clad in a pink outfit, sat nearby chattering into one of the small Templephones the 
Priests and their acolytes carried about. He couldnt make out what she was saying There was another harsh 
outbreak of anger from the other side of the wall and she looked around, her face devoid of expression, then 
hurled the phone against the wall. It bounced off, coming to rest near Geddy’s feet. He picked it up and took it over 
fo her, sitting on his heels in front of her and smiling gently. She gave hm a cold, supercilious look and grabbed the 


phone from his hand, walking wordlessly away. 


"Hey!" He scrambled to his feet and followed her down a hallway, coming fo a dead stop as he found himself lost 
amid a wilderness of mirrors, reflecting and re-reflecting and ricocheting back at him, a million images of himself, a 
bilion, with no way to fell which was the real Geddy and which were chmeras. He looked around frantically, but 
saw nothing save for moving reflections and shadows of reflections, reflections of shadows. He looked at his hands, 
saw blood oozing from the fresh slashes on his wrists, looked up and saw the little girl again, her eyes cold fire, as 
she held up his guitar, then threw it to the ground and jumped on it, stomping it, smashing it fo splinters. He cried 
out, putting his hands over his face and sinking to the floor, huddling into a ball, hearing his cry - or was it his 


reflections’ - echoing and re-echoing across the mirrors, the mirrors, the--- 

"Geddy?" 

He looked up into the gentle but pained face of a woman who bore a startling resemblance to him, a woman whose 
prematurely graying hair was pulled back in a ponytail, whose face was lined with age greater than her years 
‘Geddy, it's time. You have to go." 

He trembled; he didn't want to, but they took his hands, two of them, imposing gray-clad figures, dragging him 
behind as he cried out and tried fo break free. The woman stood, watching sorrowfully but making no effort to 
intervene, to save him, as he was shoved into the back of a vehicle and locked in, leaving him alone in the dark, 
sobbing with terror-- 

"Geddy? Hey, Geddy?" 

A hand on his shoulder, a voice, familiar and gentle. "Geddy? Are you all right? Wake up." 


"Wha--?" He opened his eyes, finding himself looking into Percy's worried ones. 


"Are you all right?" It had taken him a few minutes to realize the odd little noise he'd been hearing wasn't one 


of the dogs snoring; it was Geddy whimpering in his sleep. 
"Y-yeah--" Geddy sat up slowly. "How long was | asleep?" 
"Not very. Are you all right?" 


Geddy nodded. "Just had a weird dream is all" He thought - thought - he knew who the woman was, if not the 


little girl, but he couldn't remember -- something. 
"You're exhausted. Go to bed," Percy told him. "Snowdon and | will keep an eye on things here." 
we 


"Get a load! You gotta see what Partyman partied at the partymarket!" The speaker, a chunky, strawberry 


blond young man around Maddy and Geddy's age, held out his palm to reveal an approximately two and a half 
inch long device that looked rather like a cockroach. It was oval and black, had two thick wire prongs on one end 
and a red button in the middle. 

Jimmy looked at it skeptecially. "Does it even do anything?" It was several days later. Maddy had made a full 
recovery from her near-fatal head injury, only to be descended upon by her cousin Carlton, the requisite idiot 
of the nearby village of Strangiato. 

"Partyman don't party him what it party-parties, but it looks like it parties pretty wicked!" Carlton declared. 


Geddy, sitting on the front porch with his guitar, exchanged a bewildered glance with Snowdon, who was 
perched on the railing. "Is he speaking English?" 


"Your guess is as good as mine," the owl replied with something very close to a shrug. "And speaking of playing, 
how are you doing that?" He leaned over. “Jimmy uses something he calls a plectrum to pluck the strings. You 
look like you're using your fingernail." 

Geddy held his right hand up. "| am. This nail is a lot tougher than the others." He looked at Snowdon. "When | 
was very young, | nearly amputated the end of it. It took forever for the nail to grow back, but when it did, it 
was almost laserproof" 

"How did you manage that?" Snowdon said. 

Before Geddy could reply, Jimmy called over, "Hey Geddy, do you have any idea what this is?" 

"What what is?" Geddy set the guitar down and went over to where Jimmy was standing. 

"This." Jimmy held up the thing Carlton was showing around. 


Geddy's eyes widened. "Where did you get that" 


"Partyman partied it down at the Partymarket, but Partyman don't gots him no idea what it parties," Carlton 


explained, sort of. 


"| don't know what the Temple called them, but we call them zappers," Geddy said. "I saw an Enforcer use one 


on someone once. The poor guy was still twitching when they carted him away!" 
"This little thing?" Jimmy held it up, looking slightly skeptical. 
"IFs electric," Geddy said. 


"No way!" Carlton grabbed it out of Jimmy's hand. "It don't party that!" 


"Carlton, I'd say Geddy knows what he's talking about," Maddy said, coming over with a pair of salad tongs in 
her hand. "By the way, there's salad." 


"Partyman don't party him no cow food--" Carlton broke off as he finally took a good look at Geddy. "Holy crap, 
dude! | thought Maddy here had her a big-ass ugly nose! Man, you got an elbow on your face--OW! Woo-woo- 
woo-wool" He broke off with a cauterwailing yell when Maddy smacked him upside the head with the tongs. 
"What'd you do that for?" He glared at her. 

She gave him a nasty look in return, "Bonehead." 

Carlton decided to drop it. "Man, this little-ass thing can't be partying no electric shock, no way!" 

"| wouldn't mess with it if | were you," Geddy said, still smarting slightly from the "elbow" comment - although, 
he had to admit, it was far more creative than the usual insults he'd endured over the years. Creative in a 
thousand monkeys with typewriters sort of way, perhaps, but creative nontheless. 

"Why don't we try it out and see?" Jimmy suggested. "I could get the voltmeter--" 

"Yeah! Rock on! Partying ideal" Before they realized what he was doing, Carlton had applied the tongs to his own 
thigh and pushed the button. "I--YAAA!" He let out a yell as his body spasmed and went rigid, then slowly 
toppled to the ground at Geddy's feet, twitching and jerking. Luckily for him, his fall broke the contact, saving 
him from a more serious shock. 


"Uh -- you okay?" Geddy said. 


"Carlton, you are such a dumbass--" Maddy groaned, slapping her forehead. Jimmy, meanwhile, was doubled 


over laughing. 
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After Carlton had limped off to recover, Maddy asked Geddy to come with her to try to find sassafras leaves. 
Once they were out of earshot, Geddy looked around at her. "Who is Carlton, again?" 


"My cousin--" Maddy sighed. "He's not exactly the brightest bulb in the hallway, if you know what | mean" She 
looked at him in sudden curiousity. "Do you have family back in Megadon?" 


"Family?" Geddy looked totally bewildered. 


Hs usual expression, Maddy thought with an inward wry smile. Poor Geddy. "You know, like your parents, or 


brothers or sisters?" 


"Like the Hallmasters, you mean?" Geddy's voice was tentative, awkward. "l--" 


"Where did you live when you were a child?" 
"In the Hall of Learning, with all the other--" Geddy broke off, looking around. "What was that?!" 
"What was what?" Maddy said, looking around herself and not seeing anything. 


"Shh!" Geddy pulled her back into a small stand of bushes, crouching amid the foliage and peeking out, eyes 
wide. "Where is it?" 


"Where is wh--" Maddy was interrupted when Geddy grabbed her, clamping a hand over her mouth and 
pushing her to the ground. 


"Don't move!" His voice was no more than a frightened breath in her ear. 


She would have protested, but the fearful rigidity of his body froze her, too. From this vantage point, she 
could just see out through the branches. As she watched, a silver lozenge about the size of a dinner plate 
slowly emerged from a nearby copse, seeming not to move the leaves at all. It stopped, hovering about ten 
feet off the ground. Geddy let out a barely audible whimper, cringing and hiding his face in her hair. She 
reached for the hand he'd put over her mouth, pulling it away and giving it a gentle squeeze, trying to 
reassure him. He didn't respond. The lozenge hovered for what seemed to be a very long moment before 


shooting silently across the valley and away. 

Maddy hesitated a moment, then gently pressed Geddy's hand to her lips. "It's all right," she said softly. "It's 
gone.” He didn't react. She carefully extricated herself and sat up, taking him by the shoulders and giving him a 
concerned little shake. "Geddy?" He was seemingly paralyzed, his eyes glassy and blank with fear. She shook him 
again, a little harder. "Geddy!" 

"Did it see us?!" Abruptly aware, if not exactly coherient, Geddy clutched at her. "D-did it see us?!" 


| don't think it did. It went that way." She pointed. "What was it? Geddy, talk to me. What was it?" She was 


almost as unnerved as he was; she'd never seen anyone so afraid before. 
"It -- l--" Geddy abruptly dissolved into helpless, terrified sobs. 
"Hey-—" She pulled him into her arms. "Shh, it's all right, really." 


'I--Im sorry--" Geddy sniffled after a few minutes, looking up from her shoulder. "B-by the -- I'm sorry, 


really--" His voice broke and he looked down. 
"What was it?" She stroked his hair. "Geddy, talk to me." 


"A d-drone--" Poor Geddy was trying to get control of himself, but he'd started shaking so violently that his 


teeth were chattering. 


"Deep breath--" She pushed him off enough to look into his eyes. "Easy, Geddy. Talk to me. What's a drone? 
What do they do?" 


"Th-they watch us. Its how the Temple watches us--" Geddy looked around fearfully. "It's how they -- 
they're--" He broke off with a frightened sob, putting his hands back over his face. 


Now she understood. "Geddy, it's okay. We won't let them get you." She hugged him a little tighter. 
"They'll find me--" Geddy managed to sob. "Th-they'll find me--" 
"No, they won't," she soothed. "We won't let them." 


It was another few minutes before Geddy was finally able to start getting control of himself. "I'm sorry--" he 
sniffled finally, sitting back. "| -- | shouldn't -- but oh shit, Maddy, it scared the hell out of me!" He looked at 
her helplessly. "If they're really after me, y-you won't be able to stop them--" 


"Says who?" Maddy pushed his hair out of his face. 


He took a deep, shuddering breath, putting his hands back over his face, trying to think. "I'm sure they know 
l'm gone, but if they assume I've gone outside the wires, they probably won't come looking for me -- they 
always say anyone who crosses the wires is as good as dead, anyway--" He sounded like he was trying to 


convince himself. 


"What did you do back in Megadon, anyway?" It had suddenly occurred to her that in the month or so they'd 
known him, neither she nor Jimmy had asked him that most basic question. "You said something about plugging 


into a machine." 


"| worked in the Central Repository." He avoided her gaze, suddenly ashamed of how red and swollen his eyes 
undoubtedly were. He was starting to feel disgusted with himself for panicking, although just the thought of 
that drone made him feel ice cold. "We handled all the scheduling and dispersements for the Temple." 


"Dispersements?" 


"You know - street cleaners, garbage collectors, who went where, that sort of thing. There were about twenty 
of us." He looked at her, shyly, just for a moment. "Not that we made any decisions. That was all done by the 

Temple. We just told people where to go. It was pretty dull. We weren't allowed to leave the building during the 
day. We had two five-minute breaks per shift and twenty minutes for lunch." He realized he was babbling, but 
it helped his nerves. "There was a drone in the Disperserment Room that watched us, more in the hall, and 


another at the front door. They had us every way we turned." 


"Did they watch you all the time?" 


"Not so much when you weren't at your work. But there was a strict nine o'clock curfew. You couldn't be on 
the streets after rine for any reason unless you were of the Temple." He finally looked back up at her, just a 
little, with the beginnings of a sly smile. "I knew how to elude the eyes, though. | wasn't supposed to, but I'd 
figured out when and where the drones made their rounds. That's how | was able to sneak off to the cave 
behind the waterfall all the time and not get caught. It's a good thing they didn't have any idea that | knew, or 
| would have been in a lot of trouble." He glanced in the general direction of Megadon with a shudder. "Maybe it 
wasn't such a bad thing that they thought | was intellectually deficient." 


"You're not dumb," Maddy said. "You want dumb, look at my cousin. | swear, if you put a bottle of beer in the 
bottom of a bag, he'd dive in to get it and not be able to find his way back out" 


It took Geddy a moment, but when the mental image suddenly formed he burst out laughing, a little 
hysterically. Maddy smiled, watching him. When he started to get his composure back, she said, "Maybe we'd 
better head back and tell Jimmy what we saw." 


"Good idea--" Geddy carefully peeked out to make sure there were no other drones about. "The only reason 


that one would have been out here is if it were looking for something - or someone." 

She scrambled up and offered him a hand. He took it, letting her pull him to his feet. 

wake 

"There you two are!" Jimmy greeted Maddy with a hug and long kiss. "| was starting to get worried" 


Geddy hugged his arms around himself, suddenly remembering what it had felt like being in her arms. He 
wished he still was. 


"Jimmy, we've got a problem. Geddy and | saw a drone out in the woods," Maddy said. "We had to hide from it. 


That's why we were gone so long." 
"Saw a what?" Jimmy said, bewildered. 
They filled him in on what had happened, Maddy doing most of the talking. 


"Shit--" Jimmy said softly when they finished. "We may have to find a place to hide you out for awhile," he 
added, speaking to Geddy. 


"| don't know. | somehow don't think they were looking for him," Maddy said. "It went out across the valley like 


it knew where it was going." 


"Which way was it going, exactly?" Jimmy said. 


"That way--" She pointed. "But what's out there? Just the turbo freight tracks, the borderline--" 
"The Professor's house." Geddy realized it a moment before they did. 


"Fuck, that's right--" Jimmy put a hand over his mouth in a manner comically reminiscent of Maddy, then 


looked at them with his wife's wide-eyed, oh-my-Goddess expression 

"Didn't you say he's had some problems with the Temple?" Geddy said. 

"Well, he never said in as many words, but it's kind of a no-brainer from the way he talks," Maddy said. 

It took Geddy a moment to figure out what she meant. "Did he come from Megadon, too?" 

"I think so. He turned up about two and a half years ago. He wouldn't have anything to do with anyone at first, 
but somehow Percy finally made friends with him. Then he started coming around here from time to time." 
Jimmy shrugged. "He's really a nice guy once you get to know him. Damn smart and funny as hell. He won't talk 


about where he's from or why he's out here, though." 


"He's got a nephew who comes around from time to time," Maddy added. "| didn't realize Alex was even related 


to him at first. They don't look very much alike” 
"Oh, maaan. Anyone seen Partyman's partyballs?" 

"Seen what?" Jimmy looked around at Carlton, who'd just come limping over. 

"Man, that partyblaster thing blasted Partyman's partyballs off--" Carlton groaned 
"| told you that thing was powerful," Geddy said 

Carlton groaned again "Whatever." He scratched his rear. 


‘Carlton, adults are talking. Do you mind?" Maddy looked back at Jimmy and Geddy. "Do you think we should try 


to warn him?" 


Geddy looked thoughtful. "You know, there may be a way -- Maddy, when you found me - was there a key 


drive on a ring in my pocket?" 


"A what?" She looked bewildered. "There wasn't anything in your pockets. | went through them trying to find an 
ID." 


"You don't still have my old coveralls, do you?" 


"No - they were so bloodsoaked that | just got rid of them. l'm sorry--" 


"Don't be. If you checked the pockets--" Geddy frowned. "I must have had it with me, though. At least | think | 
did--" When he'd left his apartment that last evening in Megadon, he hadn't quite decided he wasn't going back. 
"| would have needed it to get back in my apartment." 

"Maybe it fell out of your pocket somewhere?" Jimmy said. 


"If it's anywhere, | bet it's in the cave still," Maday said. 


Its not that far. Why don't you two go see?" Jimmy said. "I need to wait here for Percy.” His friend was due 


over in less than half an hour. 


"Do you mind awfully?" Geddy's heart jumped at the prosepect of a little more time alone with Maddy. He 
hoped it didn't show. 


"Not at all. I'll show you the way from here," she said. 
we 


"How did you ever find me in the first place?" Geddy said, following her down the steep little path to the ledge 


in front of the cave. 

"Snow Dog did. He must have smelled the blood. He just took off, saying someone was hurt," she replied. 
Geddy ducked through the narrow opening, and she followed. "| used to come here all the time. It was just so 
peaceful" He looked back at her. "In one of the little chambers off to the side - that was where | found the 
guitar. The one the Priests destroyed. | didn't know what to do after that. | really believed there wasn't any 
other place to go." 


| can't see that you really left much of anything behind," she said honestly. "That doesn't sound like a place |'d 


want to live" 
Geddy looked around. “Hf it isn’t here, | don't knoe where it is’ 

"What are we looking for?" She looked around. 

"Hts about - wait!" Geddy pounced on a small object about ten feet away. "Here it isl" He held up a small device 
identical to Carlton's "zapper," except for a USB socket in place of antennae. A small key fob hung from the 
back 


"What does it do?" she said. 


"This thing is - was - my entire identity in Megadon," he said. 


She looked at it, touching it but not taking it from his hand. "That's really sad, somehow, when you think about 
it” 


"What is?" 
"That. Your identity should be a lot more than a little black piece of plastic, don't you think?" 
"Its more than that." 


"You know what | mean." She looked at him seriously. "You're just Geddy. Isn't that the only thing that 


matters?" 


"Is it?" Their eyes met, hazel on chocolate, and held for a long moment before some internal needle swung into 


the red zone and they both looked hurriedly away-- 


"We'd better get back--" he said awkwardly. 
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"Geddy, wait!" Maddy said. 
"What?" He looked around. 


She caught up with him. "Don't tell anyone, but--" Before he could ask her what she meant, she took him by 
the shoulders, standing on tiptoe and pressing her lips to his, softly and very quickly. 


"I just wanted to be your first--" she said awkwardly, letting go. "We'd better get back." 

"Y-yeah--" Not knowing what to say, he followed her out of the cave. 

They started back up the hill, only to be stopped by a terrible ripping and crashing that abruptly drowned out 
the noise of the waterfall. Geddy froze, the color draining from his face. "Maddy, here." He shoved the key 
drive into her hand. "Run!" 


"What?" She looked at him in confusion and dawning fear. 


"Gol Run!" He turned her around, gave her a frantic shove, harder than he meant to. "Ill catch up with you! 


Just go!" As she started back down the slope, he yelled after her, "Lamneth! Its Lamneth!" 


"What is--?" She broke off as the bulk of an air car tore through the trees, roaring toward them. "Geddy, 
come on--" She took a step, tripped over a root and lost her balance, sliding down the steep slope into the 
stand of bushes. Geddy tried to follow, but he wasn't fast enough. Two shadowy figures leapt from the air car, 
one grabbing him while the other shoved a zapper into his back. He cried out, his body going rigid, then 
collasped as the voltage was removed. They tossed him into the air car, slammed the hatch shut and rocketed 


off back the way they'd come. 

"The hell---" Snow Dog caught up with her. 

"Follow them! See where they gol" Maddy yelled 

"I'm on it!" That was Snowdon, the owl, swooping silently by and off along the path torn through the trees. 


"Snowdon, hurry. Don't let them take him--" Maddy pleaded, then looked at Snow Dog. "I promised him we 


wouldn't--" 


"Mad, what in Anubis’ name were you supposed to do? You're just lucky they didn't get you, too!" Snow Dog 
said, then stuck a cold nose in her face. "Don't worry. We'll find him." 


"Maddy!" Jimmy reached her about then. "Are you all right? What happened?" 

"They got Geddy--" She took a deep breath, trying to calm down. Freaking out wasn't going to do any good, 
although she wanted to run in circles and scream. "An air car. Two of him in one of those air cars. Snowdon's 
following them to see where they--" 

"Forget it. | know where they're going--" 

They both looked around, startled, at a pale and badly-shaken figure who'd obviously followed the trail of 
destruction left by the air car. He had shaggy, shoulder-length blonde hair and was clad in the same sort of 
gray coveralls they'd found Geddy in 

"Alex?" Jimmy scrambled to his feet. "What are you doing here?!" 

"They have my Uncle Neil, too--" Alex leaned against a still-intact maple, putting his hands over his face. 
"The Professor? When did this happen?" Jimmy went over to him. 

"About an hour or so ago. We thought they were after the Barchetta, but they didn't go near the barn. They 
were after my uncle--" Alex shuddered. "I know where they're taking him, too. Both of them, whoever your 
friend is---" 

"Where?" Jimmy gave him a gentle shake. 

Alex looked up at him, his eyes dazed and fearful. "Red Sector A” 

"Where's that?" Maddy said. 


"Nobody knows--" Alex looked from one to the other. "But nobody ever comes back from there. Nobody--" 


"Until now. Because we're going to find them." Maddy shook her hair back. "Are you with me on this or not, 
guys?" 
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The first thing that Geddy became aware of was every cell in his body throbbing with agony. Even his hair 


seemed to ache. He started to open his eyes to try to see where he was, but quickly realized that wasn't a 
good idea. He settled for whimpering instead. 


"Oh crap. Thank the gods. | thought you were dead." 


Geddy tried to look up, startled by the familiar voice, but that turned out to be an even worse idea. He 


collasped with a moan. Shudders ran through his aching muscles, the aftereffects of the electrical shock. 
"It wears off. | - ow, oh fuck--" The voice shifted closer. 


"Wh-where are we?" Geddy finally managed to get out. He didn't want to try sitting up again anytime soon, but 


talking at least wasn't too painful. He managed to roll over on his back. 
"The fuck knows." The voice was resigned, rueful. "I owe you an apology. | was wrong." 


"About what?" Geddy still hadn't quite placed who he was talking to, and the interior of the air car was pitch 


dark, much too dark for him to make out a face. 


‘It wasn't you. It was me. If they hadn't been looking for me, you would have been safe. Fucking Templetons -- 


| hope Alex is all right" 


Geddy abruptly realized who his companion was. "Professor?!" He managed to sit up despite the residual 
cramps and twitches. 


"Yeah. | should have known they weren't going to let me go so easily” 
"What for? What did you do?" 

"| found out the truth" The Professor's voice was dark, mordant 
"What truth?" 


"My wife and son didn't die. At least, not in the hospital like | was told. They sent them to Red Sector A" He 
sighed. "I'd like to think I'll find them when we get there, but | somehow don't think I'll be so lucky." 


"I knew that's where they were taking us--" An edge of panic crept into Geddy's voice, but he forced it back. 
He had to think, although right now his brain felt like it had been dipped in batter and deep-fried. "Why did 
they - take them there?" 


"My son - had a disorder. He bled too easily. At the slightest bump or cut. He was taken, they said for 
treatment, but we were told he had died. Then my wife, who never recovered, fell ill. She was taken too, for 


treatment, but | never saw her again. They were't treated. They were shipped somewhere to diel" His voice 


rose, then broke. "And to think I'd wanted to be one of those bastards! | wanted to be like them--" 


"One of the priests, you mean?" 


"Yeah. Can you believe it? How fucking stupid could | have been?" He reached out in the dark, found Geddy's 
arm and squeezed it. "Listen, Geddy, | -- | know more about you than | should. | probably shouldn't tell you 
this, but -- | think they have your parents there, too. And your brother." 


"My -- but | don't--at least | thought--" 
Geddy, its time. You have fo go.. 


"They took the children of the Eastlanders after the Federation War and shipped them to the Halls Of Learning. 
They put the parents and those without children in the prison camps," the Professor said, trying to speak 
gently. At least, as gently as he could. "You're an Eastlander, Geddy. | think your name was supposed to be 
Gary, but they couldn't understand your mother's accent and put it down as Geddy. That was why | 
remembered seeing you in the logs." He sighed. "They're considering it a filed experiment. One by one, they're 
shipping the Eastland children back to the prison camps, as they reach their twenty-fifth birthdays. Your 
brother went back three years ago. | don't know if he or your parents are still alive." He sighed. "That's why 
you were classified as mentally defective, even though your intelligence scores are exceptional. So they'd have 


an excuse to get rid of you." 

"B-but why--?" Geddy's voice was barely a whisper. 

"You're an Eastlander. You didn't fit their idea of what a Federation citizen is supposed to be. So they got rid of 
you." Geddy could sense the Professor's rueful smile, even in the dark. "Ged, you scored a 182 on the overall 
intelligence assessment tests. You should have been trained as a Discoverer, or a Healer, or a Learner. You 
could be the best thing that never happened to them." 

Or the worst, Geddy thought, but didn't say anything. Yet. 


vo 


"The Land Rover is wrecked, but the Barchetta is intact!" Alex called from the wreckage of the barn. It was 
the next morning. There wasn't much left of the old farm the Professor had set up house on; the air cars 


had demolished the hose and most of the barn in their abductive rampage. 


"| wonder where Snowdon is?" Jimmy scanned the sky anxiously. The owl was a fast flyer, but Jimmy feared 


for his safety. 


As they were surveying the damage, a large, shaggy raven landed nearby and walked over. "Pardon me. Are 


you Jimmy?" 
Jimmy looked around. "Yes, | am. And you--?" 


‘Crowley, at your service." The bird bobbed in lieu of bowing. "Snowdon asked me to get word to you. We found 
the place where they took your friends, but it's kind of a hike. Plus, we have no idea how you're going to get 


them out of there." 
"Is it that bad?" Maday said. 


"Is ugly. You know, | really don't understand how you humans can be so cruel to each other. Just because 


you don't agree--" 
"What do you mean?" Maddy interrupted him. 


"| mean that even before the pact, when we were still fighting the horned owls, we would never have done to 
our prisoners what those Temple people are doing to theirs. It's like something I've heard form the Wise Ones, 


that back in another time in the Eastlands they--" 


"Stop, okay--" Maddy pressed her hands to either side of her nose, squeezing her eyes shut. "If you mean 
what | think you -- ALEX!" She turned around to yell toward what was left of the barn. "Is the Barchetta 
working? We have to hurry!" 


Red Sector A 


"I will ask you again. Where is your key drive?" 


"| don't know. | lost it--" Geddy broke off with a cry as a zapper was brutally jammed into his naked thigh. His 
body went rigid, his head thrashing back and his jaw clamping shut, just missing biting through his tongue. 
When the voltage was removed, he slumped, limp, head hanging, held up only by the brutal grip two other 
guards had on his forearms. His interrogator, faceless behind a shielded helmet like the others, lifted his head 
by the hair, forcing him to look up. Geddy struggled to focus his eyes. 


"I will ask you again. Where is your key drive?" 


"| don't have it. | lost it--" Geddy fought to remain conscious, fearing what they might do to him if he passed 
out. "| don't know where it is--" Technically, it was true. He had no idea if Maddy still had it or what. 


The guard raised the zapper again, then paused. After a moment, he nodded at the others. They immediately 
released the stricken Geddy, who collapsed at their feet. He sensed them step away, but didn't try to move. He 
couldn't. He stayed huddled and shivering, chilled by the icy touch of the rough, slimy concrete against his 
naked skin He didn't know how long he'd been here, nor how long it had been since he'd been captured in the 
woods. After what had seemed an interminable journey in the confines of the air car, they'd been discharged 
into a holding pen deep in the bowels of what was called Central Processing. After another excruicating wait, 
they'd been hauled into this big, ill-lit room, one by one, zapped into submission, stripped, searched, examined 
and questioned. One older man had died from the repeated shocks. His body had been tossed into a wheeled bin 
like the ones used in Megadon to collect garbage. It was still over in one corner. Several people had been taken 
away before they were even questioned, packed into a small electric truck with a cage attached. The Professor 


had also been taken away separately, although Geddy suspected he'd be kept alive. 
He wasn't ready to say the same for himself. 

wake 

"This is going to mean war, you know." 

"What is?" Jimmy looked around at Crowley. 


"That air car that abducted your friend took out well over a hundred trees." The raven shook his feathers out. 


"They're not going to stand for it. The sad thing is that it might have finally united them after all." 
na 


Geddy flinched and whimpered as thin, cold metal jabbed his shoulder, but instead of another brutal jolt, all he 
felt was a quick pinch. 


"Eastland Sector." 

Before he could react, he was hauled up from the floor and tossed into the back of one of the electric trucks. 
He tried to shake off his sickly daze enough to peer out as the truck rolled out of the building. The abrupt 
change from chill dankness to desert sun made him cringe and squeeze his eyes shut. Even the touch of the 


light made his overtaxed nerves scream with agony. He huddled on the floorboards, shivering. 


The truck stopped and he was hauled to his feet, more or less, and given one last brutal shock before being 
shoved to the ground. He collasped, tumbling into black velvet darkness--- 


~ Ke 


Geddy slowly emerged from the darkness, feeling the slight weight of a blanket and the pounding of his head. 


He shivered and moaned softly. 

"He's coming around--" The voice was heavily accented, female. 

"| was afraid they'd shocked him too hard," a second female voice said. 
"Wake up, sweetie--" That was the first voice again. 

Geddy managed to get his eyes open. "Wh-where am |?" 

"Red Sector A." The second speaker helped him sit up. 


"Yeah, but where are we, exactly--?" He couldn't get his brain working clearly enough to articulate his 


thoughts. 


"The middle of nowhere,” the first speaker said She was older than he was and looked even more aged still, 
withered and gaunt, her hair thinned and white. Years of malnutrition and physical abuse had taken a severe 
toll on her body. Her eyes, though, were bright and alert, large and caramel-colored like his own. "Would you 
like some wa--" She was interrupted by a cough that quickly escalated into an all-out fit that doubled her 


over, almost unable to breathe. 
"Anya--" The second woman quickly scrambled over Geddy to reach for her, steadying her while she tried to 
ride it out. Geddy watched in dismay, feeling helpless and not knowing what he should do. After what seemed an 


interminable amount of time, it subsided, leaving her chalk-white, weak and gasping. 


"Anya, lie down. I'll take care of everything," the younger woman said gently, then looked over at Geddy. "Wait 
here. I'm going to help her lie down. I'll be right back." 


He nodded, suddenly unable to speak. It was the first good look he'd gotten of her and she was - beautiful? 


Was that the word? She looked like the forbidden pictures he'd seen of women from the time of the Doomed 
Ones, actresses, whatever they had been, with long lush hair, faces like the old paintings, perfect bodies -- he 
suddenly remembered what a mess he was, battered and bruised and still naked, and pulled the blanket around 
himself, blushing. 

"No, I'm fine--" the older woman insisted weakly. "I'm fine. Just let me catch my breath--" 


"Anya!" The voice, weak and masculine, came from nearby. 


"lIl go see what he wants." The younger woman got to her feet, disappearing behind a plywood partition Geddy 
guessed they were in some kind of knocked-together plywood shelter. 


"Are you all right?" he asked the older woman 
She nodded. "It comes and goes. Forgive me." 
"Who was that calling you?" He looked toward the partition, hearing voices. 


"My husband. He's not well. Far worse than | am." She shook her head. "It does that to you, being here. You 
have to be strong." 


"How long have you -- been here?" 

"| don't know. A long time. We were brought here from the Eastlands by the Federation. They said they would 
give us a better home." She snorted derisively, then coughed a few times. "Some better home. They took our 
children from us. One they returned - my oldest son. My daughter and youngest son, | don't know. They took 
them all away, a very long time ago--" 

"Why did they return your oldest son?" Geddy already liked Anya, although he could see how the Temple 
officials had gotten his name wrong all those years ago. With her accent, very came out as viddy. He could just 


imagine how Gary would sound. 


"He was hurt. He can't walk anymore, so he can't work. They brought him here. | don't know where the others 


are. Why did they bring you here?" 

"| don't know. Something about me being an Eastlander--" 

"You're one of us, then" She gave him the warmest smile in spite of everything 
"Momma?" 


"Coming, baby--" Anya hauled herself painfully to her feet, then looked back at the other woman as she came 
back in. "Why don't you take him and help him get settled in?" 


She nodded, then looked at him. "Can you walk?" 
Geddy nodded. "I think so." 
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"What's your name?" she asked as she led him over to another shack. Apparently the inmates had taken to 
knocking together their own accommodations. 


"Geddy," he said softly, feeling very shy around her. "Geddy Lee." He looked around nervously, but there were 
no guards visible. Just a few groups huddled around shacks, mostly ignoring him and his companion Over the 
tops of the hovels, he could see several layers of chicken fencing topped with long strings of barbed wire. 


Night was starting to fall, bitter on an acrid wind. He shivered in the sudden chill as the daylight quickly faded. 


"They call me Syrinx," she said, pulling aside a tattered pink shower curtain blocking the door to her shack and 
ushering him inside. 


"Like the Temple?" He looked back at her. "That's strange, isn't it?" 
She didn't reply to that. "Let me fetch some water and help you get cleaned up." 


"Uh -- okay--" He felt himself blushing again and pulled the blanket a little tighter around himself. Never mind 


that she'd already seen him naked while he was unconscious. 


She lit a lantern, then went into a back room, beckoning him to follow. In it was a mattress shoved into one 


corner and an old metal tub. "Wait here. I'll fetch some water." 


He started to protest that she didn't have to, but decided against it. He was exhausted, battered and aching, 


feeling like he was still covered by the slime from the concrete floor. A bath sounded like a wonderful idea. 
It took her about half an hour to get the water heated to where she wanted it. After she dumped the third 
bucketful in, he stepped in and eased himself down, wincing. "Everything hurts. It feels like they turned me 
inside out." There were onlt about five inches of water int he tub, but he didn't care. It still felt good. 

‘Its the zappers. It fades," Syrinx replied. 


"They did something else to my shoulder,” He tried to look behind himself, but couldn't see anything. 


"They tagged you. It's an identification chip." She moved his hair aside to look, then gently washed away a dried 


rivulet of blood from the small wound. 


"Great--" He didn't want to think about what might be in store for him here. "What are they - going to do 


next?" 


"Probably nothing. They used to force the prisoners to work, but now they do nothing. They leave us to our 


own devices." She gave him a quick but significant glance. 

He nodded, then closed his eyes, tilting his head back slightly as she wet his hair down to wash it. Never mind 
this was the last place he'd ever expected to be fussed over, it was still very nice, indeed. She finished with 
his hair, then turned her attention to the rest of his body. He couldn't keep from shivering at her touch. 


"Are you cold?" she murmured. 


"N-no--" He closed his eyes, ducking his head a little, then flinched as her fingers unexpectedly probed a 


bruise he wasn't aware he had. 


"| can see why you're sore," she observed, brushing her fingers across the two red circles merged together 


on his thigh. "They almost held it on you for too long." 

"They killed someone with it, | think," he said, looking at her, then quickly looking away. 

She nodded. "I've seen it happen" 

"How long have you been here?" He looked back at her, wanting her to touch him there again 

"Three months," she replied, but didn't elaborate. Instead, she helped him finish washing up, then offered him a 
hand climbing out of the tub. He almost stumbled anyway and she had to catch him. He was so sore and stiff 


that it was hard for him to move. 


"Here--" She steadied him, then fetched a ragged towel and wrapped it around him, blotting the excess water 
from his skin. "How does that feel?" 


"Better--" he said, a little shakily. To his dismay, he was starting to become aroused by her hands on his body. 


Very aroused. He tried to move away, but she'd already realized it. 
"Do you want to take me?" She brushed her fingers along his cheek, forcing him to look back at her. 
"Do | w-want to--?" He was completely taken aback. 


| can do anything you'd like to." She smiled at him. "I would enjoy it" For the first time, she realized she 
probably would. 


"| -- uh--" Geddy didn't know what to say. He let her lead him over to the mattress shoved in the corner and 


ease him down "Syrinx, | -- | don't know what to do--" he said weakly. "l--l've never--done this before--" 


"No worries.” She shucked her coveralls and joined him, taking him in her arms and covering his mouth with 


her own. Geddy whimpered, not knowing how to react. 
"You really haven't done this before--" she murmured when their lips parted. 


"N-no, l--" Geddy looked away, shivering again. The Temple had always claimed that sex was an unpleasant 
necessity, the duty of every citizen deemed acceptable to provide at least one offspring. He couldn't figure out 
why Syrinx wanted to do it, unless-- "Syrinx, wait. | - | haven't anything to pay you--" 


"You don't have to. Others, maybe, but not you," she replied. "I just want to give you pleasure." Even on short 


acquaintance, something about him was utterly endearing. 
"| thought it wasn't supposed to be pleasurable--" he said, sounding bewildered. 


"Let me show you.” Before he could react, she slid down and took his almost painful erection in her mouth. He 
cried out, startled. It sent a shock through his body as intensely pleasurable as the zappers had been 
excruciating. "S-Syrinx-—!" 


She withdrew after a moment, knowing that he wasn't going to be able to hold out for any length of time. 


"Here. Take me." 
"H-how--2" Geddy said shakily. "S-Syrinx, |--" 


"Here--" She had to help him, pulling him over on top of her and trying to guide him. After a moment's 
fumbling, he abruptly slipped into her. It startled him; for a moment he couldn't react. She shifted, he 
instinctively tried to move against her, but even that slight motion was too much. He abruptly climaxed, hard 
and very unexpectedly, the shock of it killing most of the pleasure. All he could do in the aftermath was cling 
to her, trying to catch his breath. She held him close, not saying anything. 


He finally looked up, ashamed. "I'm sorry--" He disentangled himself and collasped beside her. 

"For what?" She sounded puzzled. 

| couldn't -- you didn't get anything out of that--" he said awkwardly, looking away. Even taking into account 
that he hadn't had any idea what he was doing, he was still very certain that he'd totally screwed up. From 


what Jimmy had said, he knew he should have been doing something for her, too-- 


"You did well," she soothed, cuddling him close and stroking his hair back, wondering if all first-timers were this 


hesitant and uncertain. 


Geddy didn't reply - he just huddled into her arms, trembling. It took a moment for her to realize he was 
crying. "Geddy? Are you well?" 


‘Im sorry, it's n-not--just hold me, please, just hold me--" he begged, looking up at her for a moment, then 
hiding his face again. "I'm scared, oh Gods, Syrinx, I'm so scared--" Terror, exhaustion and confusion had finally 
all caught up with him, all at once. "Don't leave me, Syrinx, please don't leave me--" He tried to get control of 


himself, but he couldn't stop sobbing. 


"Geddy, shhh." She didn't quite understand his conflicted emotions, but she knew what he needed. So she held 


him until he at last cried himself to sleep. 


The Middle of Nowhere 


"Where is this place?" Geddy drew the blanket around himself, shivering despite the dry desert heat. It was 
sometime the next morning - he wasn't sure when. He wasn't sure of anything at this point. He'd spent the 
night drifting in and out of broken sleep, tormented by faceless figures armed with zappers and his mother's 
sorrowful voice: Geddy, its time. You have fo go, sweetie. 


"Three thousand, seven hundred and twenty-five kilometers southwest of Megadon," Syrinx replied, sitting down 
on the mattress with him. He asked me not to leave him. None of the others ever did so. 


Geddy's eyes widened. "How far is that?" He had almost no sense of distance, thinking only in terms of how long 
it took to walk from point A to point B, and whether or not there would be drones watching. 


"Three thousand, seven hundred and twenty-five kilometers," Syrinx said again, unsure of his meaning. 


"No wonder it took forever to get here." He took a deep, shuddery breath and put his hands over his face, 
trying to think He didn't even know where to start. 


"It takes thirty-nine hours," she said. "Is that - forever?" 

‘It sure seemed like it" He shuddered as an icy wave of panic threatened to take him under. Calm down, he 
tried to tell himself, Think! Oh fuck, ve got to get out of here somehow- "What am | going to do?!" His voice 
broke. 


Syrinx took him in her arms, trying to soothe him a bit. "| won't leave you." Perhaps he is the one | can trust? 


The one who | will be safe with 

"Promise?" He looked up at her, eyes wide and fearful. 

"| promise." She kissed him lightly on the nose. 

He burrowed into her arms. "| hope the Professor is all right." 

"The Professor?" 

"They brought him here with me, but | don't know where they took him. | think his name is really Neil” Geddy 
was aware that he wasn't making much sense. "They took him somewhere else. | hope they're not going to do 
anything to him. He said he was with the Temple at one point, but ran off after something happened to his 
wife and son - he thinks they were brought here. | don't know what they're going to do to him, but | don't 
think it'll be nice." 


If he has - information - they need, they won't kill him," Syrinx replied. She was almost certain she knew who 


Geddy was talking about, and didn't want to envision what might happen to him. Were it not for him, | would not 
have been - what | am. It also opened up the disturbing possibility that if Geddy were to find out what she 
really was, he might try to trade her for his and his friend's freedom. 


"He said they brought my parents and brother here, too-" At this point, Geddy knew he was babbling, but it 
took his mind off the icy ball of terror lodged in his gut. 


"When?" 


"| don't know. The took me away. | was little. They came in an air car and | begged my mother not to let them 
take me, but she told me | had to go and they threw me in the back and took me to the Hall of Learning - | 

didn't want to go, but they made me - | was scared, oh Gods, | was so scared | couldn't breathe, they threw 
me in an air car like they did this time and it was totally dark in there and | couldn't breathe-" He broke off, 
inhaling with a sharp, raspy wheeze. "| can't breathe now - oh Gods, | can't breathe-!" His throat was closing, 


and all the air on the planet wouldn't have been enough to save him-- 
"Syrinx?" It was Anya's voice. She looked in, leaning on the doorframe, breathing hard. "Is everything all right?" 
"| don't know." She didn't know what to do. 


"Sweetie, shhh. Its okay." Anya hobbled over and sat down, gathering the distraught Geddy up in her arms as 
if he were a child. "There there now, its okay. Just breathe deep. That's it." She held him, stroking his hair, 
until the worst of the attack subsided and he was able to look up. 


‘lm sorry-" He put his hands over his face again, ashamed. "| thought | was over that by now." The other 
boys in the Hall of Learning had taken sadistic delight in tormenting him until he snapped and panicked, until he 


couldn't breathe, leaving him in a wheezing, sobbing heap on the floor. 
"IFs all right, baby. You're scared," Anya said gently. "Do you feel better now?" 


He nodded, looking between his fingers at them. "You must wish you hadn't found me," he said miserably. He 
was weak and shaky, his heart still hammering, his chest and throat aching from the effort of drawing in air. 


He coughed a couple of times, then looked away. "lm sorry.” 


"Poor baby." Anya stroked his hair back. "You remind me of my little one, my baby. | used to have to soothe 


him the same way. He had bad dreams." 
"Bad dreams?" Syrinx said. 


"Oh yes, very bad dreams." With Anya's pronounced accent, very came out as viddy. "He couldn't wake up from 
them. He'd scream and I'd go to him, he'd be sitting up, but he wasn't awake. He didn't know where he was. I'd 
have to shake him awake and then try to soothe him. He could never remember what scared him, but he'd be 


so afraid-" She trailed off. 


"I have nightmares, too," Geddy admitted. 
"Is he the one they took away?" Syrinx said. 


"My baby, yes. | couldn't do anything. He didn't want to go." She shook her head, then pulled herself away from 


her memories with an effort. "Syrinx, why don't you get him dressed and bring him over for awhile?" 
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"Where are we?" Jimmy said, yawning and shaking his head like a kitten. They had been driving for almost 
twenty hours and over 2100 kilometers, only stopping to switch drivers. Had the Professor not made one 
modification to the Barchetta - converting the internal combustion engine to the same oxygen/hydrogen-cell 
engines used by the air cars, they would have been stranded long ago. 

"The middle of nowhere," Alex deadpanned mordantly, looking up at a huge green sign proclaiming -44 West Exit 
123B - Lawton / Amarillo. He didn't recognize the names, but Maddy had said they were cities from the time of 


the Doomed Ones, ancient metropolises forcibly abandoned for the likes of Megadon. Along the way, they had 
passed others - Chicago, Memphis, St. Louis, Tulsa - a litany of what had been before. 


"We're getting there, though," Maddy said, not looking up from the map spread out on the Barchetta's hood. "I 
think we only have about I600 kilometers to go." With the help of Snowdon, Crowley and an ancient "road map," 
they had managed to determine roughly were Red Sector A was - a place the Doomed Ones had given the 


fanciful name of "Phoenix Arizona" 


"Only?" Alex slumped against the dull silvery post holding the huge sign. He'd just spent the last eight or nine 
hours at the wheel and he was exhausted. 


"Well, its better than when we started," she replied 

"Have you figured out what you're going to do when you find this place?" Crowley said from atop the car. 
"Not until we see the layout," Maddy said 

"| wonder if there's something on Geddy's key drive," Alex said 

"Good point" Maddy dug it out of her jacket pocket. She'd almost forgotten about it 

"What are those things for, anyway?" Jimmy asked as Maddy retrieved her laptop computer. 

"Everything. Our whole lives are on here," Alex said 


"That's what Geddy said. Seems kind of sad to me." Maddy set the laptop on the hood, waiting for it to boot up. 


"Did he ever say where he worked?" Alex looked over Maddy's shoulder at the computer screen “Your friend 


Geddy, | mean?" 

"The Central Depository, | think Something like that. Why?" Maddy looked around at him 
"Repository," Alex said. "What does he look like? Kind of funny-looking, with a huge nose?" 

"He's not funny-looking. And his nose isn’t that big," Maddy said, sounding indignant on Geddy's behalf 


"Really decent bloke," Jimmy added. "And yeah, he does have a big nose. Why?" He looked around as Maddy's 


computer bonged, then burped. "Luv?" 
"What the hell?" Maddy frowned. "Unknown file format?" She tried accessing the drive directly, but received 


the same error. "Shit. | hope nothing happened to it." After a couple more futile attempts, she disconnected the 
drive and stuck it back in her pocket. 


"Try mine," Alex said, handing her an identical drive. She did, with the same results. 

"Now | know mine's working. Or it was. It better be, or el-" He broke off. Not being able to get back in his 
apartment was going to be the least of his worries. "These things are pretty much unbreakable. | think you'd 
have to step on one or something to mess it up." 

"You know Geddy?" Jimmy said as Maddy went back to studying the map. 

"I think so. Long brown hair, longer than mine? Light brown eyes?" 

"Yeah, that's him." 

"Shit, it is him-" Alex looked dismayed. "Damn. He was - is - a damn nice guy. | worked with him. We were told 
he was one of the mental deficients, but he seemed pretty damn intelligent to me. He was always really quiet, 
though. Kept to himself" He shook his head. "That's it. We have to find both of them." 
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"Hello, beautiful-" 


Geddy screamed, startled, when an icy hand abruptly closed around his ankle. He jerked away, turning and 


finding himself staring down at an emaciated ruin of a face peering up from the shadows between two hovels. 


"Its so cold. Come down with me and we'll eat chicken-" A withered arm covered with open sores reached for 


him again and he scrambled back, shaking. 


"IFs okay. Ignore him," Syrinx said, leading him away. "He's - out of his mind, according to Anya" 


Several gray-clad, skeletal figures huddled near another doorway gave them the barest glance as they entered 


Anya's shack. 

"Anya?" Syrinx called. 

“Syrinx--2" Anya's voice was weak, breathless. In the abrupt shift from desert sun to deep shadow, they 
hadn't seen her huddled on the floor. "Im all right, just give me a minute-" She tried to get to her feet, but 
nearly fell. Geddy hurried over and helped her up, supporting most of her weight. She seemed not to weigh 
anything. He could feel the painful outlines of her bones pressed against her skin 


"Anya, what happened?" he said. 


'I-" She was overwhelmed coughing again. Geddy held onto her so she wouldn't fall, looking helplessly back at 
Syrinx. 


"She's ill. | dont know from what," Syrinx said, a note of distress creeping into her voice. 
"Anya!" It was the same voice they'd heard yesterday. "Anya, what in blazes--?" 

"Momma?" The second voice was also male, but younger. "What - oh, Syrinx. Hey." 

"Hts okay-" Anya wheezed, finally getting control of herself. "He's the boy we found yesterday" 


"Here-" Geddy eased her to the hardpacked dirt floor, letting her lean back against the wall. She tilted her head 


back and closed her eyes, panting, as the younger man dragged himself over. 


"Do you want something to drink?" Geddy felt utterly helpless. He looked at the other man - Anya's son, 
presumably - and froze. From the hips up, he looked normal, but his legs were withered, twisted and atrophied, 
grotesque sticks attached to his torso. 


She'll be all right, | think. | hope." Fear made the other man sound angry. He put his hand on Anya's shoulder, 
then looked at Geddy. "Thanks for helping her. Father and | - well, can't do much." 


"lIl do what | can-" Geddy said awkwardly. He guessed his new companion was a few years his senior. He had 
ragged dark curly hair, the same huge caramel eyes as Anya, and a pronounced nose only slightly less 


spectacular than Geddy's own 


''m Guenther, by the way. Anya's son" He looked worriedly at Anya, then back at Geddy. "A garbage hauler 


ran over my legs and when | didn't die, they brought me here." 


"A friend's son and wife were brought here when they became ill. At least that's what he told me," Geddy said. 


"They brought him here, too, but | don't know where he is." 
"Anya!" 


"Poppa, she'll be there in a minute!" Guenther called back, a note of annoyance creeping into his voice. "Let her 


catch her breath" 

"Guenther, damn it-" The voice dissolved into a few wheezy coughs, then rattled off a couple of sentences in 
another language. À moment later, a withered, skeletal face appeared in the doorway. In the dim light, his eyes 
were nonexistent, sunk so deeply into his head his face might well have been a skull. He took a step forward, 


letting go fo the doorframe, and started to topple forward. Only Syrinx's quick reaction saved him from landing 
flat on his face. 


"Myron, lie down," she scolded, leading him back. "Anya will be there in a few minutes." 


"Poppa's in bad shape. His mind is going," Guenther said. "He's not himself anymore. | don't know who he is" He 


shook his head sadly. "I keep expecting him to not last another day." 

"Don't talk like that. We'll get out of here soon and he'll be well," Anya scolded weakly, recovering somewhat. 
She looked at Syrinx, then Geddy. "Stay for supper. Guenther killed a rat. I'll make soup." She winked at Geddy, 
then looked back at Syrinx. "I never see you eat. You need to eat, love." 

"A rat?" Geddy swallowed hard. 


Guenther shrugged. "What else can we do? They don't feed us." 


"Oh" Geddy closed his eyes, thinking, / want to go home. 


